PARIS UNDER THE EMPIRE

war against Austria. The success of Prussia, which would
quite probably have been a failure but for the incredible
fatuity of the Imperial clique at Vienna, was one of the chief
causes, unnoted at the time, of the downfall of Napoleon III.
Few now care to recall the manner in which the Austrian
Commander-in-Chief, Marshal Benedek, was compelled to
abandon his entire strategy in deference to the pusillanimous
orders of the Emperor, or how Benedek, with a loyalty to the
House of Hapsburg which it has never at any period deserved,
took upon himself the blame of defeats for which Francis
Joseph, not himself, was responsible. But Louis Napoleon
was equally blind to his own interests and those of France
when he stood aside and allowed the most ambitious and most
unscrupulous power in the world to become the virtual master
of Central Europe. It was a strange choice of evils that lay
before the Eadical and Eepublican parties in all countries
during this war. None could wish to see upheld, still less
strengthened, the wretched rule of reactionary, tyrannous
and priest-ridden Austria; yet none could look favourably
on the growth of Prussian power.

The further conquest by Italy of her own territory and the
annexation of Venice to the Italian crown were therefore
universally acclaimed. But those who knew Prussia and its
military system, and watched the nefarious policy which had
crushed Denmark as a stage on the road to the crushing of
Austria, even thus early began to doubt whether the substi-
tution of Prussia for Austria in the leadership of the old
Germanic Bund might not speedily lead to a still more dan-
gerous situation. Either this did not suggest itself to
Napoleon III and his advisers, or they thought that Austria
might win, or, at worst, that a bitterly contested campaign
would enable France to interpose at the critical moment as a
decisive arbiter in the Struggle. Probably the last was the
real calculation. It was falsified by the rapid and smashing
Prussian victories of Koniggratz and Sadowa, and Napoleon
eould do nothing but accept the decisions of the battlefield.